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Danish but Not Lutheran | Reviewed by J. R. Christianson

Julie K. Allen. Danish but Not Lutheran: The Impact of Mormonism on
Danish Cultural Identity, 1850-1920. Salt Lake City: University of Utah
Press, 2017. xiv, 292 pp.
Reviewed by J. R. Christianson
In Denmark and America, fear of immigrants seems to feed the
ferocity of what Julie K. Allen calls “today’s struggles over national
belonging and cultural identity” (246). Maybe by looking to a past era,
when thousands of Danes converted to the Mormon religion and emigrated to Utah, it can help us understand the struggles we face today.
What does it really mean to be a Dane – or to be an American?
Does it mean the same today as in centuries past? And what about
immigrants? When a person moves from one world to another, what
happens to that person’s sense of who he or she is? What if that immigrant adopts a new religion in the process? Do these choices turn
her or him into a different person? And what about me? Even if I stay
put, how do I change over time? Do I actually change who I am –
my cultural identity – by the choices I make, regardless of the choices
other people might make? Would I be a different person today if I had
made different choices in the past, and what are the consequences of
my choices for future generations? These are some of the questions
raised by this intriguing examination of Danish cultural identity in a
changing world.
Some people assume that all Danes and Danish Americans are
Lutherans, but Allen points out that this has not been the case for a
rather long time. She notes that the link between being Danish and being Lutheran was broken once and for all on June 5, 1849, when Denmark adopted its first democratic constitution, because it contained
this paragraph:
§ 81. Borgerne have Ret til at forene sig i Samfund for at
dyrke Gud paa den Maade, der stemmer med deres Overbeviisning, dog at intet læres eller foretages, som strider
mod Sædeligheden eller i den offentlige Orden.1
(§ 81. Citizens have the right to unite in organizations to
worship God in a manner consistent with their convictions,
except that nothing may be learned or practiced that conflicts with morality or public order.)
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Long before it became legal to do so, some Danes had already been
organizing to worship God in their own way. Because doing so was
against the law before 1849, the authorities cracked down. Some of
these illegal worshippers were in contact with Moravian missionaries
as early as the 1720s. In the nineteenth century, wave upon wave of
grassroots religious revivals, Lutheran and otherwise, swept through
rural Denmark, beginning in the 1820s. These revivals gave rise to
illegal Baptist, Pietist, and Adventist clusters and congregations in
the 1830s. Great waves of Grundtvigian and Inner Mission awakenings grew out of these movements and continued to grow after 1849,
when all this religious agitation became perfectly legal if sometimes
disturbing. Many of these religious groups and movements have been
discussed in The Bridge, and they are important parts of the Danish
American heritage.2
The Mormon missionaries, who are the focus of Allen’s study,
came to Denmark in 1850, when they could preach their gospel legally, and their mission took off with a bang. Allen largely accepts
the view that Mormons and Baptists appealed mainly to “the poorest
groups” in Danish society, even though several of her Mormon examples (H. P. Jensen, Mads Nielsen, F. F. Samuelsen, and Elise Stampe’s
unnamed friend) seem to contradict that assumption. Those “poorest groups” were rural crofters, artisans, and farm laborers, and they
were most numerous in areas dominated by large estates.3 Not all
religious revivals in Denmark, however, appealed mainly to the rural poor. Moravians attracted followers from the middle classes, and
landowning farmers flocked to the Grundtvigian movement. Some
have argued that the early religious revivals, not just in Denmark but
throughout Scandinavia, appealed less to the downtrodden and more
to the most progressive and prosperous elements in places where independent farmers were the dominant class.4
Allen points out that the social and economic foundation for all
this religious turmoil was laid in the Danish land reforms of the late
eighteenth century, which transformed tenant farmers into landowners and simultaneously created a rural proletariat. Then, universal education came to Denmark in 1814, and schooling gave everybody the
tools to learn new things on their own. When it all sunk in, the kettle
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of social and religious change began to boil, and the June Constitution
of 1849 did not turn down the fire.
Allen shows how leaders like D. G. Monrad and N.F.S Grundtvig
shaped the June Constitution and some of the social response to its
new freedoms, and how Mormon missionaries were also quick to take
advantage of Denmark’s new religious freedom to spread their fiery,
apocalyptic beliefs: hellfire and brimstone awaited Lutherans, because
the Second Coming was imminent, so become a Mormon and get out
quick! No wonder the missionaries stirred up a flurry, both of conversions and of violent protests. P. C. Kierkegaard, an avid Grundtvigian
clergyman, attended a Mormon meeting and refuted their teachings.
His brother, the philosopher, Søren Aabye Kierkegaard, attacked the
Lutheran state church, Folkekirken, and argued that Christian faith
was not something you could be born into but only emerged out of
the anxiety of intense personal struggle. Allen thinks his views could
have been taken to justify the Mormon mission, but Mormonism was
certainly not what Søren Kierkegaard had in mind.
One aspect of Mormon life in Utah in those days was the practice of polygyny or plural marriage. Did this practice across the ocean
“conflict with morality” according to the Danish constitution? Did
Mormon polygamy promote the exploitation of women and become a
form of white slavery? It seemed scandalous and threatening at first,
but later, Danish revues tended to present it as a bawdy joke.
The Mormon religion changed over time, as did its relationship
to Danish society. The fire and brimstone of imminent millennial expectation faded away, and plural marriage was abandoned in 1890.
In Denmark, Mormons no longer seemed threatening and eventually
came to appear “rather quaint and charmingly wholesome” (245),
particularly compared to immigrants from Muslim countries. Mormons stayed in Denmark instead of emigrating to Zion and gradually
became the neighbors next door, who simply belonged to a different
church than most other Danes.
By that point, Utah already had more Danes than any other American state, and chain migration had concentrated them in locations
like the small town of Elsinore, Utah, where 92 percent of the population was Danish in 1880. In these Danish Mormon enclaves, they continued to speak, worship, and socialize in the Danish language, read
147

The Bridge 42:1 & 2 (2019)

Danish American newspapers, intermarry, and enjoy coffee, tea, and
beer like any Dane, contrary to normal Mormon practice.
In conclusion, Allen comments that “today’s struggles over national belonging and cultural identity” are “neither unique nor unprecedented” and give no “grounds for decrying the degenerate state
of modern society.” The “perceived otherness” of Danish Mormons,
she says, “was always constructed in opposition to the prevailing
norms of Danishness” (246), and those Danish norms changed, just as
the Mormon religion itself changed over time. The presence of Mormons “gave Danish society a valuable opportunity to develop tolerance” on its path to “an egalitarian social democracy” in an increasingly secular era (247). Maybe hotheads should calm down and learn
a thing or two by reading this thoughtful, persuasive, and captivating
book.
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